Myasthenia gravis with autoimmune autonomic neuropathy.
The autoantibodies that impair neuromuscular junction transmission in myasthenia gravis are specific for the nicotinic acetylcholine receptor (AChR) of muscle. Antibodies specific for AChRs in ganglionic neurons are found in a majority of patients with subacute autonomic neuropathy. Dysautonomia is not a recognized feature of myasthenia gravis, but there have been rare reports of myasthenia gravis coexisting with autonomic failure, usually in association with thymoma. Here we report seven patients who had myasthenia gravis with subacute autonomic failure. Their autonomic dysfunction ranged from isolated gastroparesis to severe panautonomic failure. Gastrointestinal dysmotility was a common feature. All had antibodies against muscle AChR, and three (all of whom had thymoma) had antibodies against neuronal ganglionic AChRs. In several patients, gastrointestinal function improved clinically after administration of an acetylcholinesterase inhibitor. These observations support a rare but definite clinical association between myasthenia gravis and autonomic failure and strengthen the concept that subacute autonomic neuropathy is an autoimmune disorder.